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To Commandant Raymond Bounichou, old barbouze,
great cook, good friend, one of the few to be given
the honour of lighting the sacred flame at
the Arc de Triomphe.
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CHAPTER ONE

There weren’t many times that Bruno Courrèges disliked his job, but today was one of them. The weather wasn’t to blame, a crisp day in late autumn with thin high clouds trailing feebly across a sky that was determined to be blue. And even this early in the morning, the sun was warm on his face, and lending a rich gold to the few remaining leaves on the line of old oaks that fringed the town’s rugby field. It gave warmth to the aged stone of the Mairie across the river and to the red tile roofs of the houses that climbed the hillside. The season was still mild enough, he noticed, for the women to have thrown open their windows and blue wooden shutters. Splashes of white and blue, stripes and floral patterns adorned the townscape where they had heaped out bedding to air on balconies, as their mothers and grandmothers had done before them. It might be the last day that would be possible. A touch of frost had silvered the grass outside his cottage when Bruno walked his dog just after dawn that morning, and he had heard the first of the Christmas muzak in the supermarket at the weekend.

Bruno turned back to the scene before him, the small crowd waiting outside the silent sawmill, its chimney no longer sending plumes of smoke into the clear sky. The forklift trucks that usually scurried like beetles around the warehouses under loads of timber were all parked neatly in their garage. The air still carried the wholesome scent of fresh-cut wood. But the memory would soon fade, since this was the day that the sawmill, one of the biggest and oldest employers in St Denis, was to close its doors.

Bruno himself, acting under orders, had two weeks earlier delivered the formal notice of closure from the Prefecture, citing the legal judgement against Scierie Pons and its owner for breach of the new rules on pollution in urban areas. As the town’s only policeman, Bruno had tied a copy of the order, wrapped in plastic against the weather, to the sawmill gates. Now he had to stand watch as the law took its solemn course and the court ruling was carried out. And of course he was obliged to deal with whatever ill feeling followed from this long-running feud between the jubilant Green party and the man they called ‘the arch-polluter of St Denis’.

‘Pons out, Pons out,’ chanted the crowd, led into a chorus by a handsome man with a bullhorn, wearing an expensive leather jacket and a white silk scarf. His long blond hair was tucked into a neat pony tail and he wore a large Green party button on his lapel. The posters the crowd carried explained the closure. There had been no economic calamity, no financial embarrassment, no sudden shortage of the timber that the woods and forests of the Dordogne region had produced for centuries. There was no lack of demand for the oak and chestnut, pine and hemlock. Indeed it was known that Boniface Pons, the owner of the sawmill that had been in his family for generations, was simply shifting his entire enterprise to another commune with wide forests and fewer than two hundred voters, where he had been assured there would be none of the angry demonstrations and endless lawsuits that had driven him from St Denis.

‘At last, our children can breathe,’ read one of the posters, which made Bruno roll his eyes at the exaggeration. He had played countless hours of rugby on the nearby pitch and endured dozens of training sessions while the chimney still spouted and had never felt out of breath.

‘Environment 1 – Pons 0,’ read another poster, which for Bruno was closer to the truth. Pons’s sawmill had over the decade of Bruno’s time as the town’s policeman installed two separate sets of scrubbing equipment for the steam and smoke that belched from the tall chimney. Each installation was supposed to be the latest in clean-air technology, yet within a few years each had been overtaken by new pollution directives from the European Union in Brussels. The most recent directive, which required any business with a polluting chimney to be a minimum distance from the nearest housing, had been the final straw for Boniface Pons. It was not his fault, Pons maintained, that the commune of St Denis had decided, years before the latest directive had been thought of, to erect a block of cheap flats for public housing just forty-two metres from the fence around his sawmill. But with the new regulation, that meant his business was eight metres inside the limit required by the EU.

‘I’ve had enough of this green crap,’ Pons had announced to the last, heated, council meeting. ‘If you don’t want the jobs I bring and the two hundred thousand euros I pay in taxes to this town’s budget every year, then fine. I’ll go where my jobs are wanted.’

Bruno had hoped to avoid trouble this morning, wishing that Pons would leave his building, lock his gates and make a dignified departure while the crowd of écolos, the town’s environmental activists, calmly relished their victory. But from the gossip in the cafés and the grumbling around the market stalls, he had known that the closure might not go so smoothly. He had discussed with the Mayor, Gérard Mangin, whether they should call on the Gendarmes for reinforcements. But the moment they envisaged Capitaine Duroc blundering his way in, they had dropped the idea. Had Duroc been away on a course, and the Gendarmes under the experienced command of Sergeant Jules, their presence might have been a sensible precaution. As it was, the Mayor and Bruno knew they could count only on themselves and on the years of trust they had built with their neighbours.

The crowd was bigger than Bruno had expected, swollen by curiosity and perhaps also by a sense that an era was passing and that history was finally overtaking the timber industry that had sustained St Denis for centuries. Through wars and revolution, through boom times and recessions, the trees had always provided wine barrels and the boats that carried them; beams and floorboards and furniture for half the homes of France; desks in the schoolrooms and fires in the grates. Walnut trees provided oil and food and the young green fruit that produced the local vin de noix. Within living memory, in the hard times of Vichy and the German Occupation, chestnut trees had even provided flour to make a kind of bread.

So the closure of a sawmill was much more than simply a matter of jobs for the people of St Denis, Bruno reflected, as he watched knots of pensioners shuffle up the road from the retirement home. The oldest, Rosalie Prarial, the last inhabitant of the town who claimed to remember seeing young men going off to the final battles of the Grande Guerre in 1918, was being helped along by Father Sentout. Like many of the other pensioners, Rosalie had worked at the sawmill all her life, starting under Boniface’s grandfather. Montsouris, the town’s only Communist councillor, must have taken the day off from his job as a train driver, for he and his even more radical wife were approaching, followed by a delegation from the town’s Chamber of Commerce. Bruno raised his eyebrows; it was a rare event that brought the left and the town’s small businessmen together in common cause.

Half the town appeared to be gathering for the event, and Bruno suspected that most of them would be unhappy at this triumph of the Greens. But he knew his townsfolk to be on the whole level-headed and law-abiding, and while any such assembly brought the prospect of trouble, they weren’t lined up in opposition but gathered in separate knots and groups. A bit like a funeral, thought Bruno, when people hung back on the outskirts in deference to the family.

The Mayor stood under the trees that guarded the rugby field, deliberately keeping his distance from the crowd and the sawmill gates. Beside him stood the Baron, the main landowner in the district who was also Bruno’s tennis partner and friend. Albert, the chief of the town’s fire brigade, was out of his customary uniform and smoking a pipe. A break-down truck lumbered around the corner from the public housing block and Lespinasse, the local garage owner, clambered out with his sister from the florist’s shop and his cousin from the tabac. They all shook hands with the Mayor and his party and waved at Bruno.

Then the unmistakable clatter of an elderly Citroën deux chevaux signalled the arrival of Pamela, the woman with whom Bruno was sometimes lucky enough to spend his nights. Few people persisted in calling her ‘the mad Englishwoman’ as they had at first, at least in Bruno’s hearing. Indeed, now that residents from other European countries had been given the right to vote in France’s local elections, the Mayor had talked of running her for a council seat at the next election. The Mayor hoped to secure the foreigners’ votes, but it was a sign that Pamela was accepted as a daughter of St Denis.

Despite his pleasure at seeing her and the bright smile she beamed at him, Bruno bit back a surge of irritation at Pamela’s arrival. It was less that her presence would be a distraction, and more that he felt self-conscious at playing his public role under her gaze. Usually he rather enjoyed Pamela’s teasing and the slightly mocking attitude the British seemed to adopt towards their police, but he was beginning to feel nervous about the way the crowd was building.

He weighed up the situation. Other than scattered knots of spectators, the crowd was splitting into two camps. Opposite the main gates of the sawmill were the écolos, and at the front of the crowd that flanked them were young women with prams and pushchairs. Some of them Bruno knew well, the wives and infants of the men who worked at the sawmill, men who now faced unemployment until Pons’s new plant was ready. The women, glaring at the chanting écolos, had gathered by the small side gate their husbands used. Touching the peak of his cap, Bruno strolled across to greet them and to tousle the hair of the toddlers. He’d danced with the mothers at the feast of St Jean and taught the younger ones to play tennis; he had attended their weddings and the baptisms of their children, hunted and played rugby with their fathers.

‘A sad day,’ he said to Axelle as her twin daughters peeked out at Bruno from behind her skirts.

‘Bloody écolos, always putting their noses into other people’s business,’ she snapped. ‘How come the law doesn’t look after people like us for a change?’

‘Emile will be back at work soon,’ Bruno said, hoping to sound reassuring. ‘And I hear you got a job at the infants’ school. I suppose Emile’s mum can look after the kids.’

‘Lucky for some,’ sniffed another of the mothers. ‘There’s no job for me, and whatever Pierre gets today will be the last pay packet we see for a while. It’s going to be a bloody thin Christmas.’

‘I hope you’re satisfied, you bastards!’ Axelle shouted at the écolos. ‘Our kids will be going hungry while you lot ponce about whining over a bit of smoke.’

‘Pons out, Pons out,’ the Greens chanted back, led by the dashing man with the bullhorn. To Bruno, he was the strangest feature of this drama, a long-lost son of St Denis, home from his years of travel with a brand-new Porsche convertible, enough money to buy an old farm and convert it into a restaurant, and exotic tales of life in Hong Kong, Bangkok and Singapore. And he had returned with an evident interest in local politics, a passionate commitment to the Green cause and an eagerness to fund the lawsuit that had finally succeeded in winning an order for the closure of his father’s sawmill. For the young man was Guillaume Pons, who insisted that everyone should ‘call me Bill’, and seemed intent on pursuing his family feud against his estranged father by any available means.

Bruno wandered back to the crowd of chanting écolos and tapped Guillaume’s shoulder.

‘Do you think you could stop the chanting for a bit? The women over there are worried about their men losing their jobs and they’re getting upset. It won’t help if you rub their noses in it.’

‘I know, it’s not their fault. But it’s not ours either,’ Guillaume said pleasantly. As he put down the bullhorn to answer Bruno the chanting died away. ‘We just want clean air, and we could create clean jobs as well, if we put our minds to it.’

Bruno nodded and thanked him for the pause in the chanting. ‘Let’s keep this calm and dignified. It’s a sad day for some and we don’t want tempers raised when the men come out.’

‘Perhaps the Mairie should have thought of that when this campaign began, instead of using our tax money to subsidise the sawmill,’ Guillaume countered.

‘We can all be wise after the event,’ Bruno said. The last time Pons had threatened to close his sawmill, Bruno and the Mayor had managed to scrape up some funds from the town’s budget to help pay for the scrubbing equipment. It had gained them four years, until the new directive came in. The sawmill’s four extra years of taxes had more than repaid the modest subsidy.

‘Right now, I’m just concerned that we don’t get an angry shouting match,’ Bruno added. ‘You’re the one with the bullhorn, so I’m holding you responsible.’

‘Don’t worry,’ Guillaume replied with a smile that in other circumstances Bruno might have found charming. He put a hand on Bruno’s arm. ‘I can also use the bullhorn to calm them down. They’ll listen to me.’

‘Let’s hope so, Monsieur.’ Bruno moved on to greet Alphonse, the elderly hippy from the commune in the hills above the town, and the first Green to have been elected to the town council.

‘Can I count on you to keep things calm when the men come out, Alphonse?’ Bruno asked, shaking the hand of the man who made the best goat’s cheese in the district.

‘We don’t want trouble, Bruno,’ said Alphonse, a hand-rolled cigarette bouncing on his lower lip. ‘We’ve won this battle.’

‘I don’t know some of these people you’ve gathered here,’ Bruno said, surveying the crowd behind Guillaume and Alphonse.

‘It’s mostly the usual Green campaigners from Périgueux and Bergerac, plus a couple all the way from Bordeaux. It’s been a big campaign for us in this region. Don’t worry, Bruno. It’s just that we haven’t had too many successes lately and this one’s important.’

There was a sudden alertness in the crowd and Bruno turned to see the door of the sawmill office open. The employees, or rather the ex-employees, filed slowly out, some of them counting the banknotes in their final pay packets. The first ones paused as they saw the crowd at the gate and a couple began to wave when they spotted their wives and children. Bruno walked across to the side gate and gestured to the men to use it, thinking the sooner they mingled with their families the less chance there would be of a scene. But Marcel the foreman shook his head and advanced to the main entrance, where he unlocked the padlock and began to slide open the big iron gate.

‘It’s the last day, Bruno. We leave by the main gate,’ Marcel said. ‘We didn’t start this damn mess and we aren’t slinking out by the side door.’ He moved on to embrace his wife and then turned, his hands on his hips, to stare grimly at the écolos.

Bruno moved to block Marcel’s view, and solemnly shook hands with each of the workers as they left the premises, murmuring briefly to them by name and suggesting it was time to go home with their families. Most of them shrugged and moved on to the waiting women and children. The Mayor appeared at Bruno’s side, following his example and shaking hands, and taking by the arm two of the younger men, who were looking aggressively at the écolos, to steer them away from any confrontation. It seemed to be working, the mood more mournful than angry, some of the married men taking children in their arms and starting to drift away.

Then the main door of the showroom opened and Pons himself appeared. Straight-backed and powerful despite his seventy years, his heavy shoulders bulged in his jacket, reminding Bruno that Pons had in his youth captained the town’s rugby team. He still served on the club’s board. He looked every inch the prosperous businessman in his suit, white shirt and bow-tie, his bald head shining in the winter sun. Pons nodded courteously as two women who worked in the office left the building and quickly scurried away through the side gate. He locked the door of the business he had inherited and expanded and then turned to gaze impassively at the crowd.

‘Pons out, Pons out,’ came the first, almost hesitant chant from the écolos, not amplified by any bullhorn. Bruno saw that Pons’s son was gazing silently back at his father, their poses almost identical. But the bullhorn was by his side and Guillaume didn’t move as the Greens behind him began a chorus of boos and jeers at the solitary businessman.

Bruno walked quickly through the gate towards Pons senior, and spoke to him as a friend of many a rugby club dinner rather than as the chief of police of St Denis. ‘Your Mercedes is parked round the side, mon vieux. I’d strongly advise you to get into it and leave now before we have trouble. There are women and kids here.’

‘Don’t tell me what to do, Bruno, not on my own property,’ Pons said quietly, not bothering to shift his gaze from the crowd at his gate. ‘I didn’t start this bordel de merde but I’m walking out with my head high.’

‘I’m going to have to walk with you then,’ Bruno said.

‘Suit yourself.’

Pons strode towards the gate. The boos increased in volume and some of the écolos began to surge forward, only to be restrained by Pons’s son who stretched out his arms to hold them back. There was a cold smile on his face as his father approached him.

Too fast for Bruno to intervene, the older man didn’t even break stride as he slapped his son across the cheek, so hard that Guillaume staggered back and fell to one knee, dropping his bullhorn. Pons stalked on into the crowd of his workers, not looking back and not pausing as some of his employees cheered and slapped him on the back.

White-faced except for the flaming red mark on his cheek, Guillaume shook his head and rose quickly, fury in his eye, about to go after his father. Bruno wrapped his arms around the man to hold him back as Guillaume shouted, ‘You bastard, you dirty bastard!’

Bruno felt hands wrenching at his arms, then someone was hauling him back by the neck as Guillaume’s écolos came to free their leader. Goaded into action, two of the younger workers from the sawmill piled in alongside Bruno, followed by a shrieking Axelle who waded into the fray, raked her nails down Guillaume’s face and hauled on the lapels of his jacket to butt him hard in the face. She pushed him back, spitting in his eye as blood began to spout from his battered nose.

Bruno rammed an elbow into the man wrenching his neck and kicked back hard to free himself. He turned, picked up Axelle by the waist and thrust her back behind him, luckily into the path of Montsouris, who was steaming into the brawl with Marcel and a couple of the younger workers. Then the Mayor and the Baron were at each side of him, their arms in the air, advancing to make a gap between the two groups and calling for calm. Bruno held up his hand to restrain Montsouris and suddenly he heard the cawing of the rooks from the oak trees as a silence fell and all the angry energy seemed to leak away.

Everyone seemed chastened by the eruption of violence and the sight of blood. Axelle was sobbing quietly as Father Sentout led her back to Emile, who was kneeling as he held his dumb-struck children. The priest helped Bruno steer the townspeople back along the fence to the road that led to town.

‘I’ll see the old ones back,’ said Father Sentout. ‘That was a very sad moment, the son and the father.’

‘Whatever happened to the Pons family, it was all before my time. Do you remember any of it?’ Bruno asked.

‘There was a very ugly separation when the boy was twelve or so and he left for Paris with his mother. I think they got divorced in the end. I heard she died in Paris, it must be fifteen or twenty years back.’

Bruno nodded as Father Sentout gave his arm to two elderly women. Old Pons himself was helping Rosalie. The Mayor would know the background, thought Bruno, or perhaps the Baron. Whatever the origins of the family feud, the return of the son meant that it could become Bruno’s problem. He turned back towards the sawmill, and paused to take in the arresting tableau.

But for the chimney and buildings of the sawmill, the scene reminded him of one of the religious paintings in the church of St Denis. Guillaume Pons lay on his back, his head on Pamela’s lap and blood all down his shirt, waiting for the doctor to arrive and tend to his battered face. The Mayor and the Baron stood solemnly at each side of them and Albert was kneeling at Pons’s feet. Around them stood the silent écolos, looking down at the son felled by his father.

Bruno remembered precisely the last time he had studied the painting. He had been sitting near it during the Easter choral concert in the church, when Father Sentout had spent weeks rehearsing the choir for a performance of Haydn’s Seven Last Words of Our Saviour on the Cross. Bruno recalled studying the photocopied text of the work and Father Sentout’s short commentary. One of the phrases had stayed with him, and emerged again now, unbidden, into his head. Eli, Eli, lama sabachthani – Father, Father, Why Hast Thou Forsaken Me?
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